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As one of the most highly regarded literary genres in China, Poetry is always 
compared to the gem of Chinese language and culture. One of the prominent features 
of classical Chinese poetry is its abundant cultural imagery, which is always viewed 
as the soul of Chinese poetry. Among all kinds of cultural images, the author finds 
that images drawn from natural environment is often used by ancient Chinese poets 
because of its universality, rich connotation, and connection with primal elements of 
human nature and experience. So the relation between human and nature always 
occupies an important position in classical Chinese poetry. Ancient Chinese literati 
often placed their hopes on or expressed their mood and feelings through natural 
images in their poems, which were always created by concrete nouns referring 
directly to natural world, such as mountains, rivers, rain, snow, the sun, the moon, 
stars, flowers, trees, birds, beasts and so on. Finally, these natural images became 
fixed concepts with certain connotations accepted by people and are used in literary 
works. As a special poetic element and essence of the gem of classical Chinese 
literature, imagery, especially natural imagery deserves translators’ attention, because 
it is the key to a successful translation of cultural spirit of Chinese poetry. 
The thesis tries to explore the translation of natural imagery in classical Chinese 
poetry from the perspective of cultural translation theory. In 1990, Susan Bassnett and 
André Lefevere first introduced “cultural turn” in their anthology of essays 
Translation, History, and Culture, which was a breakthrough in the field of translation 
studies, and further settled the importance of cultural elements in translation studies. 
Poetry translation is one of the most demanding jobs for translators because it is not 
just the transfer of information from one language into another but a process of 
negotiation between cultures. So culture plays a very important role in a successful 
translation of Chinese poetry, which always contains deep cultural information behind 















cultural background of the poem before translating.  
Chapter one discusses the relationship between imagery, culture and translation 
from the perspective of cultural translation theory. As a special and complex cultural 
phenomenon, Chinese poetic imagery has its own origin and definition. The 
translation of variety of natural images is not an easy job because these culture-loaded 
words are deeply rooted in culture and society, so translators should have vast stores 
of knowledge about Chinese culture, history, custom and so on before he or she begin 
to translate poetry. 
Chapter two is about the cultural preparation for translating natural imagery in 
classical Chinese poetry. It is necessary for translators to know the historical causes, 
development and evolution of natural images in China. According to American 
scholar Burton Watson’s statics in his monograph Chinese Lyricism, the thesis 
exemplifies three major categories of natural images which are the most frequently 
used in the poems. The first is natural landscape, including weather, waters, 
mountains, and heavenly bodies; then plants, including various kinds of flowers and 
trees; and finally animals, including birds, beasts, insects and so on. 
Chapter three discusses the strategies and principles of translating natural 
imagery in classical Chinese poetry. It first lists cultural barriers related to language 
and cultural differences when translating natural images. Then, it discusses the 
specific principles and strategies of translating three major types of natural images in 
classical Chinese poetry, which are literal natural images, perceptual natural images 
and conceptual natural images. With methods such as literal translation, amplification, 
interpretation and so on to keep, partly keep or transfer the images in order to realize 
the transmission of culture. 
 
















































































Poetry is the most highly regarded literary genre in China, which is always 
compared to the gem of Chinese language and culture. American scholar Robert 
Payne once wrote in the preface of his monograph The White Pony that “We can 
understand a people best through their poetry, and the Chinese, who have written 
poetry since the beginning of time, have always regarded poetry as the finest flower 
of their culture” (Payne, 1947: vii). Indeed, the numerous volumes of splendid poems 
created by ancient Chinese poets constitute magnificent scenery of great Chinese 
literature, which also enjoy a special place in the treasure trove of human civilization. 
As a carrier of traditional Chinese culture, classical Chinese poetry reveals ancient 
Chinese civilization to the whole world. 
One of the prominent features of classical Chinese poetry is its abundant cultural 
imagery. Ancient Chinese poets often expressed their feelings or hope through 
concrete and vivid images indirectly. So the language of classical Chinese poetry is 
highly figurative because there are rich cultural connotations in poetic imagery. 
Imagery is always viewed as the soul of classical Chinese poetry, through which 
poetic works gain their everlasting life. Many poets in ancient China were experts in 
creating vivid cultural imagery through words, which enabled their poems to be 
highly acclaimed art works and treasure of Chinese cultural heritage.  
Among all kinds of cultural imagery, the author finds that imagery drawn from 
natural environment is often used by ancient Chinese poets because of its universality, 
rich connotations, and connection with primal elements of human nature and 
experience. Ancient Chinese literati often placed their hopes on or expressed their 
mood and feelings through natural images in their poems, which are always created 
by concrete nouns referring directly to the natural world, such as mountains, rivers, 
rain, the sun, the moon, wind, flowers, trees, birds, fishes and so on. Often these 















The numerous natural images help create a general mood or tone or establish a 
specific setting or location, communicating the poem’s topic, message, or theme to the 
reader.  
Chinese poets’ preference to natural images has its own origin. China is a nation 
who loves nature and emphasizes the harmony between man and nature. In traditional 
Chinese philosophy, natural world and human society are an integrated entity, and 
they interrelated and interact on each other under the law of nature. So people’s 
spiritual world is also closely related to nature world. This philosophy also roots 
deeply in Chinese culture and gives natural images so many cultural connotations. 
The vivid and colorful natural world always inspires sensitive literati and become an 
important element in their works. So the relation between human and nature occupies 
an important position in poetry. As the essence of the gem of classical Chinese 
literature, imagery, especially natural imagery deserves translators’ attention.  
Poetry translation has a long history because of its unique charm. As an ancient 
literary style, poetry expresses ancient Chinese literati’s mood and feelings in highly 
concise language and its unique rhythm and style have a great influence on Chinese 
people’s spiritual life, and even people in many other Asian countries. Its depth of 
content, conciseness of language, richness of feelings, and perfect harmony of the 
combination of sound, form and meaning all attract scholars and translators both at 
home and abroad to develop, popularize and preserve it.  
So far, there are many scholars and Sinologists have put a lot of effort into the 
translation of classical Chinese poetry. Their studies mainly focus on the accuracy of 
poetry translation, the transference of aesthetic value and fuzzy beauty of Chinese 
poetry, imagery presentation in poetry translation, the translatability of Chinese 
classical poetry and so on from different perspectives. In Western countries, there are 
many famous scholars who translated classical Chinese poetry into English, here just 
list a few:  
Arthur David Waley (1889–1966), a noted English Orientalist and Sinologist, 
whose outstanding translations of Chinese and Japanese literary classics into English 
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